Caring for the health of the public: cross sectional study of the activities of UK public health departments.
The relative time spent in different areas of work in public health departments in the UK was assessed by means of a postal questionnaire. Departments spend one third of their time on population health work, this being similar to the amount of time spent on planning health services. Having a planning department in the health authority did not affect the amount of time spent in any area of work. Having a greater number of consultants in the department was associated with a tendency to spend more time on population health and being involved in training was associated with spending less time on planning. Public health departments in the UK are the only part of the health service with responsibility for the broader aspects of public health. Whilst the tensions between medical care and the wider influences upon population health may represent a false dichotomy, public health professionals must maintain a central focus of their work on the wider influences upon population health if balance is to be maintained within the National Health Service.